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CITIZEN PARTICIPATION QUALITY AND IMPACT ' cLoe \\\\\*\{w
' ; .' . . by Don Dav1es/ President |

| Inst1tute for Respons1ve Educat1on_,

o,

Citizen part1c1pat1on exists in hundreds of Amer1can communities in a

a

B dazzl1ng array of forms. But there is a Grand Ganyon between the'rhetor1c and

e
7

§ It S not easy to urgue aga1nst motherhood a

" the reality. The quant1ty is h1gh qua11ty and/1mpact ‘are 1agg1ng far beh1nd

. @duc tors and noneducators support the genera1 pr1nc1p1e of part1c1pat1on
nd app1e p1e, democracy and c1t1zen-
'sh1p It s when we start try1ng to trans]age ‘the rhetor1c into workab]e programs
and structures that we face a’ stone wall of profess1ona1 res1stance “School . '

boards'are re]uctant to d11ute.the1r author1ty or enter 1nto.extens1ve exchanges

'of'resources-with other community agenciles and groups. Citizen'groupS-themselves

?:

';; are often d1v1ded ‘and uncerta1n . They se1dom find the 1nterna1 support they need

{ e e

to susta1n change efforts, much Tess supoort from schoo1s A p ,ﬁ"
We're probab]y more fam111ar with po]1t1ca] forms of c1t1zen 1nvo1vement

than nonpo11t1ca1 forms But there are’ 1mportant nonpo11t1ca1 forms of part1c1-

4

pat1on wh1ch bu11d br1dges between the schoo1 and the diverse commun1ty in wh1ch

.

it s1ts Nonpo11t1ca1 forms attract many peop]e who prefer to avo1d controversy

Act1v1t1es wh1ch seem unre]ated to power and contr01 1ssues are good start1ng

' po1nts for schoo1s and commun1t|es to beg1n to talk w1th one another, tap new

| resources, and deve1op the- mot1 atJon and sk111 needed for cont1nu1ng co]]aborat1on

<

Many profess1ona1s view nonpo11t1ca1 c1t1zen part1c1pat1on act1v1t1es (11ke

us1ng commun1ty resources to enhance schoo1 program, volunteer porgrams, tutor1ng,

]

' and mutua] fact f1nd1ng progects) as- cake frost1ng, somehow tangent1a1 to the pr1—

o mary task of the school. These v1ews over1ook the demonstrated potent1a1 of these

: act1v1t1es for redef1n1ng the obJect1ves of educat1on, mov1ng beyond a 1assroom

_and textbook bound:: concept of schoo11ng, and f1nd1ng a good marr1age between theory
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L and practTce, TearnTng and doing. .

R, “‘?},

%chooT TnTtTated programs for partTchatTon are often w1ndowdressTng -- a

- new form of ‘public reTatTons w1th no desTgn -toward shared decTSTon making or coTTa-

o

-boratTon The pubTTc WTTT catch on qu1ck1y to manTpuTatTon and deceit; whatever
S trust that may have ex1sted WTTT be destroyed The resuTt w111 be increased

K cynTcTsm, apathy, and aTTenatTon Better to have horiest professTonaT and centraT-

Tzed controT than a phony show of partTchatTon and democracy.-

THE INSTITUTE FOR RESPONSIVE EDUCATION ‘. I - B .

The Institute for ResponsTve EducatTon is a Boston based, natTonaT non-
b

'proth organTzatTon Tooang for ways to Tncrease the cTthen v01ce in school

decision maang Through our work on prOJects rOTated to oartTcToatTon, schooT

¢ <

' councTTs, and coTTectTve bargaTnTng across the natTon, _we have deveToped some

’goaTs for TncreasTng both the quaTTty and quanTty of c1then partTchatTon

kl . . . 6.
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MORE-DEMOCRACY - ')

~Without an TdeoTogy partTchatTon Ts head Tess and’ souT Tess The goaT

must be more seTf governme t for,peopTe in theTr own schooTs and communTtTes

.

PeopTe affected by decTsT ns. of institutions and oovernment ajencies shoqu have

LA

a v01ce in maang those decTsTons

SchooTs are good proving grounds’ for efforts to comane the partTchatory

e ¥
3

and- eTectoraT strands of popuTar democracy They are the. Targest and most costTy

5

o pubTTc service enterprTse They dTrectTy touch the TTves of a. Targe portTon of

‘(3

the pubTTc They oﬂfer a duaT ooportunTty to provide a TTVTng demonstratTon of

TnstTtutTonaT democracy through cTthen partTchatTon, and to educate young

_peopie for\actTstt, partTchatory cthzensth‘
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SCHOOL BASED MANAGEMENT AND SCHOOL COUNCILQ

If democrat1c governance of schools. 1s to be a reality, many 1mportant
aspects of dec1s1on making must be decentra11zed to the school bU1Td1ng Tevel.

Schoo] based management requwres transferr1ng 1mportant dec1s1on mak1ng powers

. from the central schooT board and the central schooT adm1n1strat1ve office to

'indtvidUaT schooTs Many Targer d1str1cts have aTready adopted some form of -

adm1n1strat1ve decentra11zat1on to subd1str1cts A few d1str1cts,‘notab1y in

. California and FTor1da, are- test1ng the idea of the schooT s1te as the po1nt

of dec1s1on mak1ng o

There is nothing mysterious or radical about making as many decisions‘m~w---

T as poss1b1e cTose to home -- cTose to ch11dren, cTassrooms, teachers, ne1ghbor—

organ1zat1ons, and school boards ~ ; S T'

veh1c1e for orderTy and cont1nu1ng c1t1zen part1c1pat1on ‘The interests of parents

. hood schooT bu1Td1ngs, and the commun1ty These dec1s1ons should include. seTect-
1ng and evaTuat1ng bu1Td1ng adm1n1strators, teachersL and other staff; sett1ng
budget pr1or1t1es, and -making curr1cu1um and program dec1s1ons

Norkab]e decentraT1zat1on requires a sens1bTe pTan of checks Lnd baTances

1

The pTan shoqu deal with the roTes and respons1b111t1es of 1nd1v1dua1 school

subd1str1cts, the schooT d1str1ct "the state, and the federaT government balanced -

with roles of students, parents, teachers §§1t1zens, adm1n1strators, empToyee

2

}
1

o The schooT council 1is the be§t mechan1sm for a permanent Tega]]y recOgnized'

L are most easily mobilized. and susta1ned around the poT1c1es and pract1ces of - the

|
schooTs their ch11dren atfend : 't
- I.R.E. stud1es 1nd}cate that at Teast 10 OOOfsuch bu11d1ng TeveT counc11s

now ex1st in aTT parts oflthe country, nearTv all 4f them created in the: last six

=

| o years. The same studies show that most of these groups are feeb]e and have been

'éiven little author1ty-or heTp by schooT off1c1a1s

exampTes of exciting, actfive schooT councils. The

g

“Yet there are. aTso good-

|

most effectwve counc11s usuaTTy

A
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<l‘have the’ author]ty to: 1) assess commun1ty and- student‘needs ‘and identify fac111ty
needs5 2)'1dent1fy goals and pr1or1t1es for the schoo] 3)set schoo] budget pr1dr1-
"~ ties; 4).improye community“suppOrt for the school; investigate student or parent
como1a1nts or prob]ems, and mobilize, school and community respoése to special -

prob]ems or cr1ses, 5) select (or part1c1pate in the selection of) the pr1nc1pa1

and eva]uate ‘the pr1nc1pa1 6) part1c1pate in teacher and staff se]ect1on and

1

. evaluation; 7) rev1ew and approve ‘new schoo] programs, curricula, and student

\act1v1t1es, 8) eva]uate extracurr1cu1ar act1v1t1es, 9) coord1nate volunteer
programs and other programs to pr0v1de parent/commun1ty ass1stance ‘to ‘the schoo]

"'“and 10) commun1cate 'school prob]ems and needs to area or d1str1ct counc11s ind the

-
-

schoo] comm1ttee

In schools where Title 1 Parent Adv1sory Comm1ttees or other federa]]y

mandated“groups ex1st, and where there are active PTAs or other Darent organ1za- .

'~-t1ons, a schoo] -council shauld be an umbrella grouo It shou]d build on the

l‘1eadersh1p and exper1ence of ex1st1no groups and. perform para]]e], non- compet1t1ve.

L4

funct1ons.l Counon]s should also reoresent a11 the var1ous groups w1th1n the

]

" school Commun1ty'—- teachers, students,‘other school staff, adm1n1strators, parents,
and .other community residents. =~ = . C .
COLLABORATION

>,

Co]]aborat1on means more than d1v1d1nq up power and resoons1b111ty It

" means sharing, a g1ve and take process among schoo] peop]e and c1t1zens, a creat1ve
1d1a1ogue and debate, and hopefu]]y drowth and 1earn1ng by everybody involved. It

- means 1earn1ng.that power does not<need to.oe a 7ero sum game " that if oarents

;"w1n" better SLIOO]S, nobody ;1oses.

* Thi’s may sound na1ve and 1dea11st1c to. many readers, yet we know manyv\ N

schoo]s where such an aooroach works in a pract1ca1 W3y to ‘everybody's. benef1t¢
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(Two recent books which providé good examples ofihow collaboration works are

Charlotte Ryan‘s The Open Partnership; and Schools Where Parents Make A Difference, .

: by the Inst1tute for Respons1ve Educat]on )
Conf11cts, po]1t1cs, and persona] c1ashes are 1nev1tab1e Confrontation is e
'somet]mes necessary. But co11aborat1on means harness1ng profess1ona1 ta]ent and

expertise to the needs of students, parents, and the commun1ty. o

ZDIVERSITY AND CHOICE

Decentra117a11on of decision mak1ng and a strong school council at the
budeing Tevel will produce a diversity of school programs. Ne]come such d1versity!
It prOV1des a dreater cho1ce for parents, students, and. educat1on profess1ona1s

Schoo]s of choice have. been effect1ve in M1nneapo]1s, Qu1ncy, 1111no1s,
and Alum Rock s Ca11forn1a. This kind of diversity within a schoo] district prov1des
opportunities for ‘parents to influence educational policymaking and to have an

important voice in choosing the kind of education best suited for their chi]dren.

o -

"_ COMMUNITY ACCESS TO COLLECTIVE BARGAINING

Co]]ect1ve barga1n1rg, as it present]y operates 1n more than 4000 schoo]
d1str1cts, is a major barrier to the achievement of most of the goals ca11ed for in
th1s art1c1e The pr1vate sector trade union model is a secret, bilateral, adver-
sar1a1 process that exc]udes parents, students, and other c1t1zens from reasonab]e
access or 1nf1uence Even Schoo] Board members, adm1n1strators, and teachers..are
Tocked out of the process in the increasing. number of districts where the pr1mary
responsibi]ity has been. de1egated to professiona] negotiators hired by -both the

emp]oyer and emp]oyne s1des

.

@

Severa] mod1f1cat1ons to the present svsLem are be1ng 1ooked at by I. R E

and Others One a]terat1on, now operat1ng 1n Ca11forn1a under a "sunsh1ne

a

» prov1s1on in the Rodda Act, is commun1fy access to the barga1n1nq agenda in advance

1
. © ©
¢
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hof negotiations; In: F]or1da and a few other towns scattered across the country,
bargaining sess1ons are’ open to the public.- Another poss1b111ty is mu1t11eve1
‘“barga1n1nq where a district- w1de contract is suop]emented by school-by- schoo]
'negotiations;. Some have proposed multiparty barga1n1ng,lwhere representat1ves
of PTSAs or schoo] counc11s actua]]y s1t at the barga1n1ng table.,

But w1thout any structura] changes, any. school board can commun1cate

- with its d1verse const1tuency and be more respons1ve to the pr1or1t1es and con-

cerns of those affected by collect1ve barga1n1ng dec1s1ons, especially ,tudents// °

V‘and the1r parents . A more respons1ve board, in any system, using any -collabor~

ative method , dan build better support-for the results of the bargaining process.
_ There ‘are many other goals toward which we d 1ike to see more effor

m~directed C1t1zens neeu good 1nformat1on in order to make good dec1s1ons about

-schoo]s. “They need access to 1nformat1on wh1ch is present]y either hoarded or f
/

poorly organized.. State and- federa] ]eaders need to encourage more and better

Q

'part1c1pat1on in schoo] affairs. Federa] laws which requ1re various forms of

. part1c1pat1on shou1d a1so prov1de fundﬁ;for tra1n1ng and technical ass1stance

~

-vso that the part1c1pat1on process can be effect1ve, not JUSt another exercise in

-

‘frustration. And schoo] people need to ‘recognize the necessity and advantages of

working'toward br1ng1ng citizens into the dec1s1on‘mak1ng process. Teacher organ1-

zat1ons m1ght seek ways to rebuild the natura] alliance between parents and teachers
. " But rather than a “national strategy, or a federa] ‘program, Or ‘a reg1ona1 \u

' effort we need many sma]] scale, 1oca1 efﬁerts bu11t on pr1nc1p1es of democrat1c

participation_and action. e need to 1earn to th1nk sma]], and to think f1rst

about hea1thy, se1f govern1ng commun1t1tes served by responsive and d1verse

schools. These are the best growing p]aces for everybody
. For.more .nformat1on about I.R.E. or about”any or all of our projects and

pub11cat1ons, wr1te to us at 704 Commonwea]th Avenue, Boston, MA 02215.
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